T
he Internet has begun to transform the process of scholarly communication. The most informal level of scholarly communication-direct correspondence-has fully embraced the use of e-mail and discussion lists, supplemented with the posting of works in progress on web pages. Although early predictions of the replacement of paper journals with new online journals have mostly not been borne out, traditional journals have begun to use the Internet to provide new services and experiment with new formats. In a previous work (Ball, 1997) , I placed direct correspondence and journal publication at opposite ends of a "publication pyramid" and discussed the potential for disseminating online the formal product of a middle layer of the pyramid-the papers presented at academic conferences. 1 In this article, I take things one step further: I discuss moving the conferences themselves online. After stipulating a definition for virtual conferencing, I discuss the unique characteristics of virtual conferencing, followed by consideration of key decisions in the planning process for a virtual conference. The bulk of the article is a discussion of how a particular virtual conference was implemented. The case study is the Teaching Politics Virtual Conference, conducted from April 19 to April 30, 1999. I was the primary organizer of this conference and use it here to illustrate both the potential of virtual conferencing and the trade-offs that must be made in planning.
Even a cursory review of the literature on online conferencing or virtual conferencing reveals a need to clearly define terms. These terms are used to describe everything from brief e-mail discussions among colleagues to distance learning classes to online collaborative writing projects. The term virtual conferencing will be used throughout this article to refer to a version of the traditional academic professional conference that takes place entirely online. More specifically, virtual conferencing is used to refer to a time-limited series of research presentations and discussions among academic practitioners within a discipline or on a spe-cific topic. Virtual conferences take place over the public Internet, but participation may be restricted. The use of online collaborative technologies for faculty-student interaction, for private communications among a small group, or for online journals are not topics discussed in this article.
Virtual conferences are not common in academia at present, but the number of examples grows each year. One of the first, CHEMCONF (on using instructional technology to teach chemistry), was held in 1993, prior to the development of the World Wide Web (O'Haver, 1995) . More recent examples include CivicNet98 (civic networking and education: http://www.tmn.com/civicnet/), EdTech98 and EdTech2000 (biennial conferences of the Australian Society for Educational Technology: http://cleo.murdoch. edu.au/gen/aset/confs/), and CSS 2000 (a conference held by the Association for Computers and the Social Sciences: http://www2.chass.ncsu.edu/css2000/). Enough demand now exists for virtual conferences that specialized companies and software have been developed to serve the market in both academia and business.
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HOW VIRTUAL CONFERENCING DIFFERS FROM TRADITIONAL CONFERENCING
Before discussing the characteristics of virtual conferencing, it is worthwhile to review the functions of traditional conferencing. This will provide a general context for the discussion that follows. Phelan (1997) outlines five intellectual purposes of academic conferences as follows:
1. Keeping up with the field (the conference as oral library). Attending conferences provides us the opportunity to hear what other people are working on, to see how individual critics' ideas are developing, and to see where the critical conversations about a given field currently are. 2. Trying out one's own ideas (the conference as first audience). There are at least two sides to this purpose. First, agreeing to present one's ideas gives one a deadline, which in turn, requires one to have something to say, and in the face of that requirement, we often clarify our thinking. Nothing focuses the mind like staring death in the face, but a firm performance deadline is a not insignificant also-ran. The second side to this purpose, of course, is the opportunity for feedback-that is, the chance to see how others in the field receive our ideas and to learn from their responses. 3. Intellectual conversation beyond the formal sessions (the conference as college). Talk goes on not just in the meeting rooms but also in the halls, the lobby, the book exhibit, the coffee shop, the bar, the restaurant, the hotel room. This talk sometimes builds on the sessions and sometimes ignores them but often can be as provocative and helpful as anything in the official conversation. In fact, I think most people would agree that the quality of a conference is crucially dependent on the frequency and quality of this talking. 4. Networking (the conference as community). Conferences provide a place for us to see old friends and colleagues and to make new ones as well as to learn about the politics of the profession-by seeing them in action and by talking about them with others. Conferences are also a place to talk to publishers, editors, prospective employers, and myriad others about professional matters. 5. Humanizing texts (the conference as personal context). Here, I mean what happens to our relation to someone's work after we have seen him or her in action. The text on the page is no longer just a text on a page but rather something connected in some way to the person we have come to know. Consequently, our intellectual judgment of the conversation in a given field can significantly alter.
The first two purposes create the official part of the conference, with the other three present and important but less often formally recognized. The emphasis is on the conference as an oral library and first audience, Phelan argues, because conferences are really more about publishing than conferring: They operate under the assumption that they are oral journals and that the papers presented should become published in the near future. Virtual conferencing does not offer new purposes for conferencing or preclude any of the traditional purposes. However, it does differ substantially from traditional conferencing in the way it can implement these purposes. In general, virtual conferencing makes possible a much larger and diverse participant pool for accomplishing the five purposes and a more seamless integration among them. In particular, virtual conferencing differs from traditional conferencing in seven major ways.
Virtual conferencing offers the potential for a vastly greater scope of participation. One of the major reasons is the radically lower cost of virtual conferencing. Travel costs are eliminated, and registration costs can be greatly lowered or eliminated. Moreover, the opportunity costs less of participants' time because travel time is eliminated and participants can be sporadically involved with the conference during its duration. Some costs may be incurred by potential participants in gaining access to an online conference, but these are tiny compared to the savings from typical travel costs alone.
The second difference from traditional conferencing is the potentially different composition of participation. Given the lower costs, reduced time commitment, and technological requirements of virtual conferencing, such conferences are likely to attract a different pool of participants. This is especially true when conferences are advertised widely and carry no registration fees. A virtual conference will attract participants who would be unable or unwilling to travel to a traditional conference-not only those who cannot afford to attend otherwise but also those who are less motivated to pay the costs of attending a traditional conference because they feel alienated from the traditional conference (and sponsoring association) or do not have enough interest in the program to attend. Moreover, there are likely to be new participants who feel more comfortable with the less face-to-face means of communication in a virtual conference. On the other hand, those who would attend a traditional conference but lack the means for, expertise in, or belief in the legitimacy of Internet-based forms of scholarly communication are likely not to participate. Potential participants will be lost for whom a major attraction of the traditional conference is tourism.
Although this shift in the composition of the participant pool will have an impact on all five purposes of conferencing, it is least likely to change the first two: the conference as oral library and first audience, given their relatively static and formalized nature. The more informal and interactive purposes of conferencing will be more strongly affected. New audiences will bring new perspectives to the intellectual conversation purpose, new opportunities to the networking purpose, and new demands on presenters to the humanizing purpose of conferencing. Another impact comes largely from the ability of conference audiences to be much more sporadically engaged with the virtual conference than the traditional conference. Whereas this has the positive benefit of encouraging more "part-time" participants who would not attend a traditional conference, it also is likely to make the sustained interaction required to achieve the last three purposes more difficult.
A third difference between traditional and virtual conferencing is the ability to conduct very small conferences more successfully online. This is due to the global reach of the Internet and the elimination of travel. A microconference with a widely dispersed audience could attract enough participants to make it successful, whereas the barriers to travel would doom a traditional conference to failure. Thus, small professional organizations could hold meetings traditionally infeasible. Newly formed groups could test the waters at low risk. Conferences on very specialized topics could be offered. Microconferencing would have the greatest impact on the interactive purposes of conferencing. Smaller conferences tend to put less emphasis on formal presentations and include discussion more forcefully into the program. Their size alone encourages more discussion (Goldberg, 1997; Mead, 1968) .
A fourth difference from traditional conferencing is the opportunity for innovation in conference format offered by virtual conferencing. Innovations are made possible by the different ways that audiences can approach the material. In a virtual conference, one does not have to choose only one of several concurrent sessions or sit through a lengthy panel of loosely related papers to hear one of interest. Rather, the participant can view all of the material of the conference or just a single presentation of interest. This means, in turn, that concepts such as panel, roundtable, poster session, and discussant are much more fluid. Papers need not be grouped into panels, formal discussants and audience members can have equal opportunities to make informed comments and criticisms, and multiple paths can be defined through the conference material. Because a virtual conference can last longer than a traditional one and can leave its contents available for viewing indefinitely, the conference itself can be designed to serve as a more seamless springboard into continued collaboration among participants (Harasim & Winkelmans, 1990 , provide an example). The five purposes of conferencing can also be blended in virtual conferencing because organizers are not limited by physical space or time constraints (i.e., having to put a panel in one room and related meetings, congregating space, and vendor booths elsewhere).
A fifth difference is that virtual conferencing can be more fully integrated with outside reference material. The hyperlinked nature of the web means that papers and discussions can be connected directly to background research, related web sites, and appropriate commercial material. The traditional conference has a severely limited ability to provide direct connections between presented material and related reference material because everything must be physically present at the conference site.
A sixth difference is much greater opportunity for archiving conference proceedings and analyzing the success of the conference. As previously noted, the materials from a virtual conference can be kept online past the duration of the conference itself. This material includes not only the papers one might find in the proceedings of a traditional conference but also discussant comments and author replies, general discussions, and links to outside materials. The entirety of the conference can be captured as an archive. Closely related to this is the ability to monitor what happens during a conference to evaluate how successful it was. Internet technologies contain powerful tools for automatically logging and analyzing events. As will be demonstrated in the final section of this article, these tools can be used to generate summary statistics and trace even individual paths through the conference material without identifying the individual.
The last difference between traditional and virtual conferencing is the severe bandwidth constraints of virtual conferencing. A traditional conference is an extremely immersive experience for the typical participant. It is quite common for an attendee to combine his or her own formal presentation, attendance at presentations of others, meetings, receptions, other opportunities for networking, and spontaneous intellectual exchange into two or three exhausting days of activity. In computing terms, the bandwidth (the quantity of information that can be exchanged over a given period of time) is immense. In virtual conferencing, the situation is reversed: Bandwidth is an extremely precious commodity. The Internet currently provides very little bandwidth, allowing only a small amount of information to be transmitted over a given amount of time. Even high-speed networks under development, such as Internet2, will not change the situation. The virtual conference will not approach the traditional conference in terms of its concentrated immersive potential in the foreseeable future.
Ironically, the high-technology virtual conference is best suited for serving the most traditional purposes of conferencing (oral library and first audience) given the bandwidth con-straint. It is least suited for serving the interactive purposes. The publication of papers and formalized discussion of them is easy to accomplish in a virtual conference given that it is largely text-based. As interactivity (crucial to the conference as college, community, and personal context) increases, the bandwidth constraint becomes more restricting. Thus, text-based chat is currently feasible, but multiparty video conferencing, somewhat similar to a roundtable or a chance exchange in a hotel lobby, is currently feasible for only the most advanced Internet users on the highest speed portions of the Internet. The bandwidth constraint is the factor that most limits what can be accomplished with virtual conferencing.
The bandwidth constraint serves to counteract some of the opportunities for increased interaction and experimental formats discussed above. Along with the technological hurdles virtual conferencing puts into place (which can limit the opportunities for a larger and more diverse participant pool), the bandwidth constraint leads to a series of trade-offs that must be addressed in the process of planning a virtual conference. These trade-offs are discussed in the next section.
TRADE-OFFS IN PLANNING A VIRTUAL CONFERENCE
Organizers of a virtual conference need to address three major trade-offs. The decisions to be made concerning each trade-off are not entirely distinct from the others; however, they deserve individual discussion because of their importance. These decisions are not driven by technologies. In fact, it is the outcome of these decisions about the nature of the conference and how its purposes will be implemented that will determine which technologies are used. The three trade-offs are as follows: offering virtual conference as an extension of a traditional conference versus an independent operation, making a virtual conference inclusive or exclusive, and balancing the richness of participation opportunities in a virtual conference against technological hurdles and costs.
The first trade-off is a choice between offering a virtual conference as an extension of a traditional conference or as an independent operation. Virtual conferences can replace traditional ones, can supplement them, or can be organized where no traditional conference serves the need. Examples of all three of these alternatives can be found. The Social Science Computing Association moved from a traditional conference to an online one for its 2000 meetings. The International Political Science Association (2000 meetings) and TechEd98 offered virtual conferences as extensions of their traditional conference. The Virtual Conference on Teaching Politics was organized largely because there is no conference on the subject in the traditional format. Whatever the case, virtual conference organizers should consider the implications of running a virtual conference jointly with a traditional conference or completely separately.
Where an existing conference in the traditional format exists, a strong case can be made for integrating a virtual conference into it in some fashion. The success of any conference depends primarily on the network of professionals involved and the status of the organizers in the eyes of their intended audience. A virtual conference would benefit tremendously by leveraging these assets from an existing traditional conference to build its own audience. Conversely, a virtual conference could be used primarily to generate interests by new audiences in the traditional format, as was the aim of the International Political Science Association. Because virtual conferencing is new and relatively untried, it is bound to be a less risky venture if offered in conjunction with a traditional conference, existing or new.
On the other hand, virtual conferencing can threaten a traditional conference, which is a reason for keeping them separate. Rather than build an audience for a traditional conference, a virtual one might simply cannibalize it. This is especially true where the traditional conferBall / POLITICAL SCIENCE: VIRTUAL CONFERENCING 151 ence primarily serves the functions of oral library and first audience and/or where it is held in a location remote or unattractive to its potential audience. A split in audience also means a decline in revenues to support both types, something that will hit the traditional conference much harder because of its much higher costs. The greater flexibility available to organizers of a virtual conference in fulfilling its functions will be lost if it is too closely tied to the organization of the traditional conference. Finally, an independent virtual conference can be put together more quickly than one that has to get approval from the planning bureaucracy for a traditional conference.
A second major trade-off is the issue of inclusiveness versus exclusivity. The previous section outlined how a virtual conference could become more inclusive than a traditional conference by expanding the scope and diversity of participation. Of course, in general, more participants are better than fewer. However, the means of increasing participation in virtual conferencing creates potentially negative side effects. A virtual conference can boost participation by not charging registration fees and by not requiring registration at all. It can also increase participation by aiming for a low common denominator in terms of the technology required to participate.
The organizers of a virtual conference may opt, instead, for a more exclusive design for several reasons. Foregoing registration fees requires other sources of support for the production of the conference. Although the costs of conducting a virtual conference, especially a small one, should be quite low, there will be some need for resources. Foregoing registration entirely results in less information collected about the participants in a conference. Perhaps more important, it opens participation to even the most casual (or malicious) web surfer. This can result in everything from inappropriate material being posted to the conference discussions to a loss of legitimacy in the eyes of the core academic audience. Keeping the technological requirements as low as possible greatly limits the richness of the interaction that can be provided, as discussed below. A completely open virtual conference, especially one where materials are left online for an extended period, can also run into problems with journals and intellectual property concerns. Some professional associations have limited the eligibility of articles for publication if they have been widely circulated online. Probably the most well-known examples are the American Psychological Association and the New England Medical Association. On the other side of the publication equation, authors have expressed concern over the loss of control over their work when it is widely disseminated online (Dowling, 1998) .
The third trade-off involves balancing the richness of participation opportunities in a virtual conference against technological hurdles and costs. A wide array of technology has been developed that can enhance the richness of the interactivity in a virtual conference. To some degree, these technologies can help overcome the bandwidth constraints, making a virtual conference more like a traditional conference. However, adopting interactive technologies creates a trade-off against the opportunities for participation and the costs of conducting a conference.
This trade-off begins with the complexity of the web site containing the virtual conference. Because of its immaturity, the web does not have standards for design and user interface that are common in other computer applications. This means users must learn how to navigate each new web site they encounter. The navigation system for a virtual conference with many opportunities for interaction, especially a larger conference, can be very difficult to make simple and intuitive. Consider an example from a traditional conference. The American Political Science Association conference included roughly 2,600 presenters in 1999. The structure of the program for a conference of that size would be difficult indeed to encapsulate into a 15-inch computer screen. Moreover, that screen must not only contain the navi-gation for the conference but its contents as well. User-interface concerns argue for a simple design to the virtual conference. The need for simplicity must be balanced against the desire of users to find information quickly.
The next issue concerns the format of papers presented at the conference. Papers presented in hypertext markup language (HTML) are accessible by all. Yet HTML has its limitations. It is difficult to include equations and other complex elements. The author has little control over the appearance of the document and no opportunity to prevent copying. Many HTML documents do not print well. There are technologies that overcome these problems, such as Adobe's Acrobat, but they require the user to download and install reader software, which creates a barrier to participation.
There are a host of technologies for bringing interaction to a virtual conference, ranging from asynchronous text discussion to live text chat to streaming audio and video to live video conferencing. Each of these, in turn, represents an increase in the immersiveness of the environment. But each, in turn, increases the barriers to participation. To some degree, offering the same or similar material in multiple formats-such as text and streaming audio-can mitigate this trade-off. However, each format has its own strengths and weaknesses as a communication medium rendering complete parallelism across formats unachievable. The trade-off between increased immersiveness and the technological obstacles it creates is perhaps the most difficult to resolve because the choice of applicable technologies is large and rapidly evolving. Moreover, interactive technologies run the gamut from low to extremely high bandwidth, and it is difficult to determine in advance how much bandwidth is available to the potential audience. Finally, each interactive technology places different demands on the conference organizers for its successful employment. For example, Crawford (1998) used data from the CivicNet98 discussions to estimate that 15 minutes of organizer prompting were required to produce every 5 minutes of participant discussion.
Because of the newness of Internet technologies, it is tempting to put technology discussions at the core of virtual conference planning. However, note that two of the three major trade-offs discussed above have nothing to do with technology. The third requires the examination and selection of technologies, but the process should be driven by the desired level of immersiveness, the resources of the conference organizers, and the estimated capabilities of the conference audience.
THE TEACHING POLITICS VIRTUAL CONFERENCE
The Teaching Politics Virtual Conference was a microconference of 20 presentations and a discussion forum, taking place from April 19 to April 30, 1999. Although discussion was closed April 30, the conference materials have been left online indefinitely (http:// teachpol.tcnj.edu/conference/). I organized the conference, along with two colleagues, 3 for two primary reasons. The first was to fill what we perceived as an unmet need. Unlike most related disciplines, political science does not have a teaching journal. Moreover, teaching panels do not have a strong presence at traditional political science conferences. We felt an additional outlet for wisdom on teaching in the field was needed. The conference was also organized as an experiment in virtual conferencing. This second purpose drove many of the choices made in its implementation.
The Teaching Politics Virtual Conference was designed to capitalize on the potential created by virtual conferencing to offer a microconference that could reach a wide audience. It also took advantage of the greater flexibility in conference format offered by virtual conferencing and created a permanent archive of its complete proceedings. By offering text Ball / POLITICAL SCIENCE: VIRTUAL CONFERENCING 153 presentations (in HTML) with parallel streaming video presentations and asynchronous text discussion, the conference introduced a modicum of interactivity and immersiveness without stumbling over the bandwidth constraint and disenfranchising less technologically advanced participants. The conference focused on the two traditional purposes of conferencing: the conference as oral library and first audience. The virtual conference also addressed two other purposes in a secondary fashion: The video presentations were developed to promote the conference as personal context and the discussion area to serve the conference as college.
The conference was not sponsored by an existing organization. Rather, it was developed as an extension of an existing web site that I have been publishing for three years: Teaching Politics Techniques & Technologies (http://teachpol.tcnj.edu/). The Teaching Politics web site serves the same unmet need of disseminating scholarship on teaching-largely through posting papers and video presentations from traditional conferences and by archived material from a related discussion list. Because the purposes and content of the existing web site were virtually identical to the virtual conference, the conference was viewed as an evolutionary step from the web site. The existing web site provided the server resources needed for the conference. The small size of the conference meant it required very few other resources. Thus, the conference was put together by the three organizers with no budget and had no need to generate revenue. The lack of an existing traditional conference on teaching political science and the low resource demands of the virtual conference resulted in the choices of an independent conference, which emphasized inclusiveness over exclusivity.
Solicitation for participation in the conference was fairly traditional, although it relied heavily on the Internet. A call for papers was issued on a large number of online discussion groups, mailed to previous presenters on teaching at traditional political science conferences, announced in publications of the American Political Science Association, and disseminated at the association's annual meeting. The small size, narrow focus, and new nature of the conference allowed considerable flexibility in reviewing proposed papers and developing an optimal organization of the program. In fact, the structure of the program itself was one of the last parts of the conference to be completed-well after the final papers had been received and only a few days before the conference opened.
This microconference was expected to be analogous to an issue of a journal in terms of number of presentations. The success of solicitations for participation resulted in a final program about twice that size, consisting of 20 presentations. In addition to seven unsolicited individual papers, the final program consisted of two invited keynotes and three roundtables, two of which were developed by the organizers. All presenters were requested to submit both a short paper (in electronic form) and short videotape of themselves presenting the paper. The papers were converted to HTML, and the videos were digitized to the Real streaming video format. Seventeen of the 20 presenters produced the requested videotape. These included a tape (for a paper on studying abroad) produced and submitted while the presenter was with a group of students in China and express mailed just in time for the opening of the conference. As part of the experiment, one of the roundtables was videotaped as a group presentation and discussion, whereas all of the other videos were individual presentations. Again as part of the experiment (and against the advice of Crawford, 1998), the conference discussion was not moderated to see how topics discussed corresponded to the topics covered by the presentations.
The web site for the conference contained three primary components. The first was the conference program, which linked presentation titles to papers (in HTML) and video presentations (in the Real format). The second was the asynchronous text discussion page, which allowed participants to search, read, and submit comments. The third was a feedback page, which allowed participants to communicate privately with the conference organizers. The home page for the conference welcomed participants and linked them directly into the three major components. Almost no links to external sites were made so as to discourage exit from the conference material. Thus, the interface for the conference was made extremely simple to minimize hindrances for users.
The conference was distinct from most other conferences, traditional and virtual, in its approach to registration. Given the lack of a need for revenue and the desire to maximize audience, no registration fee or registration process was put into place. The risks of inclusiveness discussed above were borne to minimize obstacles to participation.
The conference was monitored through the rich mine of data automatically collected through the web server logs, supplemented by the substance of the discussion that took place and by private feedback from participants. 4 Analysis of all the data collected revealed numerous surprises about the behavior of conference participants, and serves to illustrate the potential for monitoring and evaluation of virtual conferences.
For a microconference organized entirely outside of existing professional associations and offered for the first time, the Teaching Politics Virtual Conference generated traffic amply sufficient to justify the effort to organize it (and sufficient to motivate planning for future conferences). During the 12 days of the conference, 8,265 web page views were recorded, averaging 688 per day. An estimated 1,503 visitor sessions from 985 unique visitors were recorded. Consistent with expectations, the audience declined dramatically after the conference was closed. But the site is still visited at a low rate. For example, by mid-August of 1999, a total of 11,329 page views had been recorded from an estimated 2,319 user sessions. Certainly, the openness of the conference achieved through a lack of registration requirements contributed to its popularity.
Besides the call for papers, there was relatively little advance publicity for the conference, and thus, it was expected that visits to the site would build for the first few days as news of the conference opening was spread around the Internet. The rate of activity over the 12 days of the conference was the first surprise. As Figure 1 illustrates, the first few days were by far the busiest of the conference, with a gradual drop-off afterwards. The data on video viewing and At the level of the individual user, the issue of attention span is especially evident in the server logs. An estimated 80% of the visitors to the conference web site visited only once for an estimated average user session of about 7 minutes. The rate of discussion, and especially of anything resembling a conversation, in the discussion area were correspondingly low. Somewhat surprisingly, the virtual conference strongly reflected the ability of participants to quickly zero in on what they were interested in, view it, and leave. The same pattern is evident from the top 10 estimated paths individual users followed through the conference web site. The first three paths covered the program information only, the next four moved from the program to an individual paper or video and then exited, and the final three went from the program directly to the conference discussion. Even though, unlike in a traditional conference, participants could examine all of the conference contents over any span of time, they did not hop from paper to paper (or video to video) and then to the discussion. Rather, they were extremely selective in the part of the conference they viewed.
The ability of participants to quickly single out areas of interest may have been due in part to the simple organization of the web site navigation. The server logs indicate that users interacted with the site largely as intended. Virtually all users accessed the welcome and program pages at some point in their session. Most followed a path from the program page to papers and videos or the discussion. Those who jumped from area to area used the navigation links present on each page. However, an estimated 26% of user sessions originated not at the welcome or program page but at one of the papers or the discussion area. This result makes clear the importance of providing identifying information and navigation access to the entire site on each page.
The large number of users not entering via the welcome or program pages is surprising and cannot be fully explained. These user sessions could have been produced by linking from a search engine, by word-of-mouth referrals from previous users (including links from other users' web sites), and by returning users who had bookmarked a page. However, given the short duration of the conference, only Alta Vista of the major search engines indexed the site, and all Internet search engines produced a total of only 47 referrals to the site during the conference. Similarly, only about 50 referrals were garnered from outside web pages. As previously noted, there were relatively few return visitors.
Regardless of how participants traversed the conference site, the papers and videos proved more of interest to them than the conference discussion. Figure 2 summarizes the range of frequencies for viewings of conference papers and videos. The popularity of individual pieces varied widely, with a gradual drop-off from the most viewed to the least. The most popular entry had a reading audience of 235 and a video viewing audience of 217.
The strong correlation between the program order and the popularity of the paper/video was a slight surprise. The conference program was presented with the keynotes listed first, followed by individual papers and then the roundtables. Of course, the keynotes should be popular, but the individual papers and individual roundtables were listed in no particular order. Moreover, the program was short, with only 20 entries. The fact that there was a -.83 correlation between rank program order and number of views for the papers (and -.76 for the videos) suggests that very careful attention be paid to the order in which presentations are listed in a virtual conference program.
Although the overall number of visits to the conference site and the frequency of viewings of the presentations were satisfyingly high, the discussion area was somewhat disappointing. During the 12 days of the conference, 38 comments were made on 12 separate topics. Four of these comments were removed for total irrelevance to the conference theme. Beyond this action, the organizers made no attempt to intervene or direct the discussion, something that surely lowered the rate of discussion. The discussion was concentrated, with the roundtable on American government textbooks producing more than a third of all posted comments. This was a mild surprise because the American government textbook roundtable was one of the least read and watched series of presentations. Apparently, it was a topic that many in the conference audience came already prepared to discuss. A number of the conference papers generated no comment at all, despite being frequently accessed. In general, the static portion of the conference (papers and videos) and the discussion area were not as closely linked to each other as one might expect.
The discussion did not resemble the typical question-and-answer session of traditional conference panels. Rather, it exhibited a much more democratic structure, with presenters and audience interacting as equals. This result is typical of both Internet discussions and small conferences (Mead, 1968) . The egalitarian nature of the discussion can also be explained by the absence of formal chairs and discussants, which impose more of a hierarchy in traditional conference panel discussions. The conference ran one of the risks of inclusiveness: that discussion would be derailed by inappropriate material posted by participants who were not part of the intended audience. In fact, this just about happened. One of the first set of posted messages addressed current events unlinked to the conference topics and were sent by a group of undergraduates at the request of their instructor who did not understand the purpose of the conference discussion. To restore the discussion to appropriate topics, these posts were quickly removed. The rest of the discussion stayed on topic without further intervention.
Despite the lower popularity of participating in discussion versus viewing the presentations, the private feedback from participants consistently asked for more opportunities for interaction in future versions of the conference. Moreover, the feedback indicates a clear preference for the jointly presented roundtable over the roundtables composed of individual presentations. This suggests that experimentation with forms of interaction beyond asyn- 
